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Centenaries can be moments of reflection for states and their people. They provide an opportunity to re-consider existing narratives about past events and confirm or repurpose their meaning to inform individual and collective identities as well as important political and social relationships. 1 This special edition has taken 2017 as a moment of reflection, to assess the development of First World War centennial commemoration in its first three years. The papers presented here represent a snapshot of this discussion. Four articles trace the commemorative activities in Germany, France, Russia, Turkey, Ireland and Britain. Taken together, we can trace the similarities and differences arising from the commemoration of different societies with different historical, political and social realities.
All the articles show the ways in which commemorative activities have been shaped by the actors involved to communicate understandings of their past, their present and, perhaps most importantly, their visions of the future. Indeed, Jay Winter concludes his article with the observation that memory activists at work today 'may be doing work more important than they know, for the narratives they describe may become the narratives we live with for the foreseeable future.' For this reason alone, investigation of the changing public scripts of the centenary is significant because it can help to illuminate wider sociological and political trends, both within states and trans-nationally. 4 The democratization and decentralization of commemoration emerges strongly as a key theme across different states. Trans-national developments, including a growing interest in family history, the increased use of social media and the web for commemorative purposes, and a resurgence in the development and application of local history have all contributed to this trend. 5 These transformations, alongside changes in the political landscape, have helped to complicate and diversify national narratives about the First World War.
The centenary period has seen European-wide movements that aim to collect and digitise memorabilia and documents and make them available on the web. 
Abstract
This special issue examines the ways in which contemporary political, diplomatic, social, and cultural trends have influenced centennial commemoration of the First World War in Europe, Russia and the Middle East. The four articles identify and examine a diversity of narratives that have emerged over the centenary period, charting similarities and differences between states, organisations and individuals. While divergent narratives certainly exist within and between states, the greatest differences may be located in attitudes to the use of force and the way in which different cultures interpret the loss of life in war.
